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FURMAN STUDENT S VIEW GLOBAL CHANGE THROUGH A THEATRICAL LENS.

t's lab time in Weston Dripps' global change course- and students are filing into Burgiss Theater
in the University Center.
The issue of the day: global warming. The "lab" is scheduled for three hours. The guest instructors
include Jake Gyllenhaal, Dennis Quaid, Emmy Rossum and the rest of the cast from the 2004 film
"The Day After Tomorrow."
The class will spend the next few hours watching the film to examine how it treats myths, truths
and environmental issues related to climate change. The screening is part of an innovative approach
Dripps has taken to make this course, Earth and Environmental Sciences 16, interesting and pertinent to
students who, in most cases, aren't science majors.
"They like the relevancy of it," says Dripps. "A lot of students come into the class with a sense of,
'Why should I care?' And I think, when all is said and done, they realize that these are issues that impact
just about everything they do in their daily lives."
When Dripps came to Furman in 2005, one of his first assignments was to revive EES 16, which had
not been offered for a while. He says, "I taught it my first year as a very traditional introductory science
course, with a textbook and rocks. But I realized pretty quickly that, for non-science people, it wasn't
the best way to deliver the material."
So after some thought, he decided to incorporate a bit of pop culture into the class as a way to make
environmental and geological issues more immediate and interesting.
"One of the films we watched was a TV movie called '10.5,' which is about a monster earthquake that
turns southern California into a big island," he says. "After watching it we talked about things like whether
it's possible to have an earthquake that big, some of history's biggest earthquakes, and the global distribution
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of earthquakes and volcanoes. We discussed how earthquakes and volcanoes occur only in select areas.
Students know California is prone to earthquakes, but they don't always know why."
Dripps acknowledges that not everyone likes science, and that most students who sign up for his course
are there primarily to fulfill one of their science requirements.
So why not talk about environmental health with the aid of "Erin Brockovich?" Or examine the impact
of volcanic eruptions by watching " Dante's Peak?" Or discuss fossil fuels with "Syriana," severe weather with
"The Perfect Storm" and the threat of large asteroids with "Armageddon?"
Each screening is followed by discussions about the specific environmental issues addressed in the films
and the science underlying the issues, and a review of key clips from the movie that deal directly with the
topics at hand.
"The films are a very good way to visually be reminded of the exaggerations that Hollywood makes
about the Earth," says McLaine Richardson '08, a business major. "We discussed how the Earth was
accurately portrayed versus any exaggerations."
Judith DeFoor '08 says, " Dr. Dripps' use of movies allowed me to learn about aspects of environmental
science that I had never heard before. As a music major, I was surprised by how much I enjoyed learning
about these topics."
Business major Landon Dillard '09 adds, "The documentaries on the tsunami in South Asia and
Hurricane Katrina had the biggest impact on me. By focusing on these events, Dr. Dripps was able
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to explain the science behind hurricanes and
tsunamis in a way that's more interesting than
if he just told us how they formed and the damage
they caused in general terms."
Dillard also points out that the films "provide
a background for deeper scientific theories and con
cepts. They don't make the course easier. They're
just a reference point that Dr. Dripps uses to explain
underlying scientific concepts which, in fact, are
really complicated and can be really tough."
Students are apparently eager to face the
challenge. This fall, the global change course
has a wait list.
"I think I've succeeded in making these students
more environmentally conscious and informed
citizens," says Dripps. "A lot of them are going
to graduate and go on to highly successful careers
in business, economics, politics, medicine, what
have you. No matter where they go and what they
do, I think this experience will at least make them
better stewards of the environment." IFI

This article appears in its original form in the current issue of Engage magazine, a publication produced
for the Furman Admissions Office. Photos by Charlie Register.
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